A WOMAN OF THE PHARISEES

XVI

SHE served tea with an eagerness of humility very different
from the eagerness which she had displayed when it was her
object to edify us in the old days. Or, perhaps I should say,
that if some concern for our edification was still discernible in her
attitude, it made less impression on me than did my feeling, which
increased as time went on, that her nature was, as it were, turning
vback upon itself. People, do not change. At my age one can have
no illusions on that point: but they do quite often turn back to what
they were once and show again those very characteristics which they
have striven tirelessly, through a whole lifetime, to suppress. This
does not mean that they necessarily end by succumbing to what is
worst in themselves. God is very often the good temptation to
which many human beings in the long run yield.

This was not at once the case with Brigitte Pian, although we were
to see her, under the abb6 Calou's influence, rid herself in the course
of a few weeks of her old tendency to dominate. Clearly, she was
seeking the sources of a deep, personal religion. But it was precisely
in those things which she was now trying to suppress that she had
formerly found that religion, in all that could satisfy her craving to
direct others, to rule. She had always been unwilling to take second
place to no matter whom in purity of intention or perfection of
virtue.

1 can see her still, upright in the middle of that hideous room, a
cup of tea in each hand. During the few moments in which she
imposed the fact of her presence on us, everything which separated
Jean from Michele and from me vanished. We formed a compact
block of youth confronted by an ageing woman. Three stars which
are separated by vast distances of space may seem to be quite close
to one another when seen in relation to a fourth, more distant, star.

She looked at us with a sort of hungry concentration. At first I
did not understand its full significance.